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categorize those other peoples as "backward" or "primitive." 
But to anthropologists and sociologists, there was no th ing par­
ticularly surprising about the Eskimos. Since the time of 
Herodotus, enl ightened observers have been accustomed to 
the idea that conceptions of r ight and wrong differ from cul­
ture to culture. If we assume that our ideas of right and wrong 
will be shared by all peoples at all times, we are merely naive. 

2 . 2 . C u l t u r a l R e l a t i v i s m 

To many thinkers, this observation—"Different cultures have 
different moral codes"—has seemed to be the key to under­
standing morality. T h e idea of universal t ruth in ethics, they 
say, is a myth. T h e customs of different societies are alFthat 
exist. These customs cannot be said to be "correct" or "incor­
rect," for that implies we have an independen t standard of 
right and wrong by which they may be judged . But there is n o 
such independen t standard; every standard is culture-bound. 
The great pioneering sociologist William Graham Sumner, 
writing in 1906, put the point like this: 

The "right" way is the way which the ancestors used and 
which has been handed down. The tradition is its own 
warrant. It is not held subject to verification by experi­
ence. The notion of right is in the folkways. It is not out­
side of them, of independent origin, and brought to test 
them. In the folkways, whatever is, is right. This is be­
cause they are traditional, and therefore contain in them­
selves the authority of the ancestral ghosts. When we 
come to the folkways we are at the end of our analysis. 

This line of thought has probably persuaded more people to 
be skeptical about ethics than any other single thing. Cultural 
Relativism, as it has been called, challenges our ordinary belief 
in the objectivity and universality of moral t ruth. It says, in ef­
fect, that there is n o such thing as universal t ru th in ethics; 
there are only the various cultural codes, and nothing more. 
Moreover, our own code has n o special status; it is merely one 
among many. 

As we shall see, this basic idea is really a compound of 
several different thoughts. It is impor tan t to separate the vari­
ous elements of the theory because, on analysis, some parts of 
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the theory turn out to be correct, whereas others seem to be 
mistaken. As a beginning, we may distinguish the following 
claims, all of which have been made by cultural relativists: 

1. Different societies have different moral codes. 
2. The re is n o objective standard that can be used 

to j udge one societal code better than another. 
3. T h e moral code of our own society has no special 

status; it is merely one among many. 
4. There is no "universal t ruth" in ethics—that is, 

there are no moral truths that hold for all peo­
ples at all times. 

5. T h e moral code of a society determines what is 
r ight within that society; that is, if the moral code 
of a society says that a certain action is right, 
then that action, is right, at least within that soci­
ety. 

6. It is mere arrogance for us to try to judge the 
conduc t of o ther peoples. We should adopt an at­
titude of tolerance toward the practices of other 
cultures. 

Although it may seem that these six propositions go naturally 
together, they are independen t of one another, in the sense 
that some of them might be true even if others are false. In 
what follows, we will try to identify what is correct in Cultural 
Relativism, but we will also be concerned to expose what is 
mistaken about it. 

2 . 3 . T h e C u l t u r a l D i f f e r e n c e s A r g u m e n t 

Cultural Relativism is a theory about the nature of morality. At 
first blush it seems quite plausible. However, like all such theo­
ries, it may be evaluated by subjecting it to rational analysis; 
and when we analyze Cultural Relativism we find that it is not 
so plausible as it first appears to be. 

T h e first thing we need to notice is that at the heart of 
Cultural Relativism there is a certain form of argument. The 
strategy used by cultural relativists is to argue from facts about 
the differences between cultural outlooks to a conclusion 
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about the status of morality. Thus we are invited to accept this 
reasoning: 

(1) T h e Greeks believed it was wrong to eat the dead, 
whereas the Callatians believed it was right to eat the 
dead. 

(2) Therefore, eating the dead is nei ther objectively 
right nor objectively wrong. It is merely a mat ter of 
opinion, which varies from culture to culture. 

Or, alternatively: 

(1) T h e Eskimos see nothing wrong with infanticide, 
whereas Americans believe infanticide is immoral. 

(2) Therefore, infanticide is nei ther objectively right nor 
objectively wrong. It is merely a matter of opinion, 
which varies from culture to culture. 

Clearly, these arguments are variations of one fundamental 
idea. They are both special cases of a more general argument , 
which says: 

(1) Different cultures have different moral codes. 

(2) Therefore, there is no objective "truth" in morality. 
Right and wrong are only matters of opinion, and 
opinions vary from culture to culture. 

We may call this the Cultural Differences Argument. To many 
people, it is very persuasive. But from a logical point of view, is 
it a sound argument? 

It is not sound. T h e trouble is that the conclusion does 
not really follow from the premise—that is, even if the 
premise is true, the conclusion still might be false. T h e 
premise concerns what people believe: in some societies, peo­
ple believe one thing; in o ther societies, people believe differ­
ently. The conclusion, however, concerns what really is the case. 
The trouble is that this sort of conclusion does no t follow logi­
cally from this sort of premise. 

Consider again the example of the Greeks and Calla­
tians. T h e Greeks believed it was wrong to eat the dead; the 
Callatians believed it was right. Does it follow, from the mere fact 
that they disagreed, that there is n o objective t ruth in the mat-
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ter? No, it does not follow; for it could be that the practice was 
objectively right (or wrong) and that o n e or the o ther of them 
was simply mistaken. 

To make the point clearer, consider a very different mat­
ter. In some societies, people believe the ear th is flat. In other 
societies, such as o u r own, people believe the ear th is 
(roughly) spherical. Does it follow, from the mere fact that they 
disagree, that there is n o "objective t ru th" in geography? Of 
course not; we would never draw such a conclusion because 
we realize that, in their beliefs about the world, the members 
of some societies might simply be wrong. There is n o reason 
to think that if the world is r ound everyone must know it. Sim­
ilarly, there is no reason to think that if there is moral t ruth 
everyone must know it. T h e fundamental mistake in the Cul­
tural Differences Argument is that it at tempts to derive a sub­
stantive conclusion about a subject (morality) from the mere 
fact that people disagree about it. 

It is impor tan t to unders tand the na ture of the point that 
is being made here . We are not saying (not yet, anyway) that 
the conclusion of the a rgument is false. Insofar as anything 
being said he re is concerned, it is still an open question 
whether the conclusion is true. We are making a purely logical 
point and saying that the conclusion does not follow from the 
premise. This is important , because in o rde r to de te rmine 
whether the conclusion is true, we need arguments in its sup­
port . Cultural Relativism proposes this argument , bu t unfortu­
nately the a rgument turns out to be fallacious. So it proves 
nothing. 

2 . 4 . T h e C o n s e q u e n c e s o f T a k i n g C u l t u r a l 

R e l a t i v i s m S e r i o u s l y 

Even if the Cultural Differences Argument is invalid, Cultural 
Relativism might still be true. What would it be like if it were 
true? 

In the passage quoted above, William Graham Sumner 
summarizes the essence of Cultural Relativism. He says that 
there is n o measure of right and wrong other than the stan­
dards of one ' s society: ' T h e notion of right is in the folkways. 
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It is not outside of them, of independen t origin, and b rough t 
to test them. In the folkways, whatever is, is right." 

Suppose we took this seriously. What would be some of 
the consequences? 

1. We could no longer say that the customs of other societies are 
morally inferior to our own. This, of course, is o n e of the main 
points stressed by Cultural Relativism. We would have to stop 
condemning other societies merely because they are "differ­
ent." So long as we concentrate on certain examples, such as 
the funerary practices of the Greeks and Callatians, this may 
seem to be a sophisticated, enl ightened attitude. 

However, we would also be s topped from criticizing 
other, less benign practices. Suppose a society waged war o n 
its neighbors for the purpose of taking slaves. Or suppose a so­
ciety was violently anti-Semitic and its leaders set out to de­
stroy the Jews. Cultural Relativism would preclude us from say­
ing that either of these practices was wrong. We would not 
even be able to say that a society tolerant of Jews is better than 
the anti-Semitic society, for that would imply some sort of 
transcultural s tandard of comparison. T h e failure to condemn 
these practices does n o t seem "enlightened"; on the contrary, 
slavery and anti-Semitism seem wrong wherever they occur. 
Nevertheless, if we took Cultural Relativism seriously, we 
would have to admit that these social practices also are im­
mune from criticism. 

2. We could decide whether actions are right or wrong just by 
consulting the standards of our society. Cultural Relativism sug­
gests a simple test for de termining what is r ight a n d what is 
wrong: all one has to d o is ask whether the action is in accor­
dance with the code of one 's society. Suppose a resident of 
South Africa is wondering whether his country 's policy of 
apartheid—rigid racial segregation—is morally correct. All he 
has to do is ask whether this policy conforms to his society's 
moral code. If it does, there is no th ing to worry about, at least 
from a moral poin t of view. 

This implication of Cultural Relativism is disturbing be­
cause few of us think that our society's code is perfect—we 
can think of ways it might be improved. Yet Cultural Rela­
tivism would not only forbid us from criticizing the codes of 
other societies; it would stop us from criticizing our own. After 
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all, if right and wrong are relative to culture, this must be true 
for our own culture jus t as much as for others. 

3. The idea of moral progress is called into doubt. Usually, we 
think that at least some changes in our society have been for 
the better. (Some, of course, may have been changes for the 
worse.) Consider this example: Throughou t most of Western 
history the place of women in society was very narrowly cir­
cumscribed. They could no t own property; they could not 
vote or hold political office; with a few exceptions, they were 
no t permit ted to have paying jobs; and generally they were 
u n d e r the almost absolute control of their husbands. Recently 
much of this has changed, and most people think of it as 
progress. 

If Cultural Relativism is correct, can we legitimately think 
of this as progress? Progress means replacing a way of doing 
things with a better way. But by what standard do we judge the 
new ways as better? If the old ways were in accordance with 
the social standards of their time, then Cultural Relativism 
would say it is a mistake to j udge them by the standards of a 
different time. Eighteenth-century society was, in effect, a dif­
ferent society from the one we have now. To say that we have 
made progress implies a j u d g m e n t that present-day society is 
better, and that is jus t the sort of transcultural j u d g m e n t that, 
according to Cultural Relativism, is impermissible. 

O u r idea of social reform will also have to be reconsid­
ered. A reformer such as Martin Luther King, Jr., seeks to 
change his society for the better. Within the constraints im­
posed by Cultural Relativism, there is one way this might be 
done . If a society is no t living u p to its own ideals, the re­
former may be regarded as acting for the best: the ideals of 
the society are the standard by which we judge his or her pro­
posals as worthwhile. But the "reformer" may not challenge 
the ideals themselves, for those ideals are by definition cor­
rect. According to Cultural Relativism, then, the idea of social 
reform makes sense only in this very limited way. 

These three consequences of Cultural Relativism have 
led many thinkers to reject it as implausible on its face. It does 
make sense, they say, to condemn some practices, such as slav­
ery and anti-Semitism, wherever they occur. It makes sense to 
think that ou r own society has made some moral progress, 
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while admitt ing that it is still imperfect and in need of reform. 
Because Cultural Relativism says that these j udgmen t s make 
no sense, the argument goes, it cannot be right. 

2 . 5 . W h y T h e r e I s L e s s D i s a g r e e m e n t T h a n 

I t S e e m s 

The original impetus for Cultural Relativism comes from the 
observation that cultures differ dramatically in their views of 
right and wrong. But just how much do they differ? It is t rue 
that there are differences. However, it is easy to overestimate 
the extent of those differences. Often, when we examine what 
seems to be a dramatic difference, we find that the cultures do 
not differ nearly as much as it appears. 

Consider a culture in which people believe it is wrong to 
eat cows. This may even be a poor culture, in which there is 
not enough food; still, the cows are no t to be touched. Such a 
society would appear to have values very different from our 
own. But does it? We have not yet asked why these people will 
not eat cows. Suppose it is because they believe that after 
death the souls of humans inhabit the bodies of animals, espe­
cially cows, so that a cow may be someone 's grandmother . 
Now d o we want to say that their values are different from 
ours? No; the difference lies elsewhere. The difference is in 
our belief systems, no t in our values. We agree that we 
shouldn ' t eat Grandma; we simply disagree about whether the 
cow is (or could be) Grandma. 

T h e general point is this. Many factors work together to 
produce the customs of a society. T h e society's values are only 
one of them. Other matters, such as the religious and factual 
beliefs held by its members and the physical circumstances in 
which they must live, are also important . We cannot conclude, 
then, merely because customs differ, that there is a disagree­
ment about values. T h e difference in customs may be at­
tributable to some other aspect of social life. Thus there may 
be less disagreement about values than there appears to be. 

Consider the Eskimos again. They often kill perfectly 
normal infants, especially girls. We do not approve of this at 
all; a parent who did this in our society would be locked up. 


